Union officers in the Civil War's Western Theater were uninterested in waging a purely moral crusade to free slaves. Instead, they executed pro-emancipation policy as a practical measure after recognizing it would help win the war. So argues Kristopher Teters in this powerful volume focusing on the role Union forces played in the complicated process of emancipation.
The debate over why Union soldiers fought the war has captivated historians for decades.
Perhaps the most forceful examination of pro-emancipation sentiment among Union soldiers, Chandra Manning's What This Cruel War Was Over, has endured heavy assault in the past few years. Teters' volume, while supporting the notion that soldiers came to find slavery central to the struggle, lends enormous support to Gary Gallagher's The Union War in asserting that emancipation was only ever really a means to an end--at least as far as many of the men in shoulder straps were concerned. Like Gallagher, Teters simultaneously insists Union soldiers cared little about the moral component of freeing slaves while identifying Union field armies as "the primary instrument by which emancipation became a reality on the ground" (5).
The result is an extraordinary study in just about every respect. The prose is clear and straightforward without sacrificing nuance, a sign that the author has a remarkable command of a vast source base and a powerful argument. Teters conveys that the early war political divide over emancipation's practicality was strongest between the high command (generals such as Don Neither of these issues detracts too significantly from a truly impressive book. It is a wide-ranging exploration of emancipation's complexity told from the Union Army's point of
